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France in the 1780s: A Metrological Moment 
 
$QGUHZ 0LOOHU¶V FRPSHOOLQJ QRYHO Pure, fictionalizes the emptying of the Cimetière des 
Innocents in Paris in 1785-1786. Its historically evocative depiction of the dirty, bustling streets 
around the overflowing graveyard and its crumbling church is superbly realized. Yet it contains 
one small inaccuracy.1 ,QRYHUVHHLQJWKHV\VWHPDWLFH[KXPDWLRQRIFHQWXULHV¶ZRUWKRIFDGDYHUV
its hero, the provincial engineer Jean-Baptiste Baratte, gauges and measures his work in metres. 
Yet in 1786 young men trained like Baratte at the École Royale des Ponts et Chaussées would 
calculate still in the Ancien Régime units of arpents, toises and pieds du roi, or the slightly 
modified WRLVHGHO¶$FDGpPLH.2 If this is an easily forgivable oversight on the part of a novelist, it 
nonetheless reminds us that the individual and collective imagination in France in the 1780s, be it 
the reasoning mind of an empirical scientist or the intuitive assessments of the artisan or peasant, 
did not yet conceptualize mass and space metrically or decimally. The everyday world of the 
miller and his seigneur, the market-trader and the tailor, the soldier and the courtesan would bulk 
large in approximate or precise measures of pieds, pouces, toises, lieues, livres, onces, brasses, 
aunes, boisseaux, and pintes. (These roughly equate to single or double measures of 
contemporary English feet, inches, yards, miles, pounds, ounces, fathoms, ells, bushels and pints). 
The basic weights and measures here would usually be multipliable or divisible by sub-units of 
two, three, four or six, so rudimentary mental sums and practical measurements would generally 
involve doubling, halving, or calculating by multiples of three or four. This naturally favoured 
duodecimal or hexadecimal measures (based on units of twelve or sixteen) and detracted from the 
use of decimal systems which did not lend themselves to calculations beyond multiples of two 
and five. To give a practical example, a tailor in 1780s Paris knew what a quarter of half an aune 
                                                 
1
 2UWZRVPDOOLQDFFXUDFLHVLIRQHLQFOXGHVWKHUHIHUHQFHLQWKHQRYHOWR-RDQRI$UFDVD³VDLQW´VLQFHKHUFDQRQL]DWLRQ
did not take place until 1920. See Andrew Miller, Pure (London: Sceptre, 2011), 330. I am indebted to Prof. Catriona 
Seth, Université de Lorraine, for this observation. 
2
 See Robert Tavenor, 6PRRW¶V(DU7KH0HDVXUHRI+XPDQLW\ (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2007), 58-59. 
  
was, since this equals 16 ÷ 2 ÷ 4, but not how to calculate 0.125 of a length of cloth.3 Moreover, 
these measures were fundamentally anthropometric, based quite explicitly on parts of the human 
body and their movement: foot, thumb, elbow, hand, span, stride, etc. What appeared as 
appropriate measures were not so much the numbers of digits on the human hand and foot, as 
their approximately reproducible average size. French subjects in the 1780s would be unlikely to 
GHPXU IURP 3URWDJRUDV¶V DQFient claim that man was truly the measure of all things; and they 
ZRXOGUHDGLO\UHFRJQL]H WKHPVHOYHV LQ/HRQDUGRGD9LQFL¶VHomo quadratus or Vitruvian Man 
(c.1490) in which a nude male stands upright inside a square marking off its width with his 
outstretched arms while the same figure is superimposed in an alternative stance, with arms raised 
and legs apart, delimiting the circumference of a circle, the very embodiment of the Renaissance 
ideal of the human form as a microcosm with which to gauge and comprehend the workings of 
the macrocosm beyond it.4 The image also had the dual merit of showing the geometrical 
proportions of an idealized body and striking the pose of Christ on the cross as the unique 
theological measure for all mankind. 
 However, I would contend that in or around 1780 in France the traditional anthropometric 
VWDQGDUGVRIPHDVXUHPHQWXQGHUZHQWDGRXEO\UHIOH[LYHVKLIW)LUVWO\WKHSUHYDLOLQJ³TXDQWLI\LQJ
VSLULW´ RI ODWH HLJKWHHQWK-century Europe co-opted the human body into its regimes of 
measurement in a number of new and significant ways.5 Secondly, weights and measures became 
an openly political subject of contention and reform in French society.6 To consider more fully 
the first of these points, it is evident that in this period the means of measuring the world became 
at once more precise and more widespread. The late eighteenth century witnessed impressive 
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 The standard reference here is Witold Kula, Measures and Men, trans. R. Szreter (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 1986), see especially 82-83, 250. On the aune LQSDUWLFXODUVHH+XEHUW'HOHVDOOH³$XQHVGH)UDQFHHWDXQHVGH
Flandres. Note sur le mesurage des anciennes tapisseries de BeauvaiV´ 5HYXH G¶KLVWRLUH GHV VFLHQFHV HW GH OHXUV
applications 18 (1965): 305-308. 
4
 Tavenor, The Measure of Humanity, 9, 25-27; see also Martin Kemp, Seen/Unseen: Art, Science, and Intuition from 
Leonardo to the Hubble Telescope (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 88-89. 
5
 See Tore Frängsmyr, J. L. Heilbron and Robin E. Rider, ed., The Quantifying Spirit in the Eighteenth Century 
(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1990). 
6
 Kula, Measures and Men, 163--/+HLOEURQ³7KH0HDVXUHRI(QOLJKWHQPHQW´LQThe Quantifying Spirit, ed. 
Frängsmyr et al, 207-242; and Ronald Edward Zupko, Revolution in Measurement: Western European Weights and 
Measures since the Age of Science (Philadephia: American Philosophical Society, 1990), 113-156. 
  
improvements in producing precision measuring instruments such as state-of-the-art telescopes 
and microscopes, Réaumur and Fahrenheit thermometers, theodolites and repeating circles, 
barometers, electrometers, calorimeters, eudiometers and finely tuned chemical balances ± to 
name but a few7. The 1780s also saw the publication of the exhaustive sociological inventories of 
everyday life in Paris in the shape of /RXLV6pEDVWLHQ0HUFLHU¶VTableau de Paris (1781-1788) 
DQG 1LFRODV (GPH 5HVWLI GH OD %UHWRQQH¶V Les Nuits de Paris (1788-1794). These were 
complemented with more quantitative approaches to social questions, such as the elaboration of 
Marie Jean-Antoine-1LFRODV GH &RQGRUFHW¶V ³PDWKpPDWLTXH VRFLDOH´8 ,Q IDFW &RQGRUFHW¶V
application of probability theories to forecasting social evolutions in the late 1780s had its origins 
in part in his work on contemporary demography undertaken with his fellow mathematician and 
academician, Pierre-Simon de Laplace in the years 1781-1783.9 And it is here in this new field of 
population studies that the human individual was redeployed quantitatively as a unit of 
measurement in his or her own right. ConGRUFHW DQG /DSODFH¶V VWXGLHV ZHUH LQ HIIHFW WKH
culmination of a move from 1760 onwards to reconfigure demographic analyses not on the basis 
of impractical censuses but through advances in variational calculus, specifically through the use 
of universal multipliers of local birth rates and tax returns. If these quantitative measures were 
ILUVW XVHG WR UHEXW WKH SXUHO\ TXDOLWDWLYH DUJXPHQWV RI WKH ³GHSRSXODWLRQLVWV´ DQG SURYH WKDW
)UDQFH¶VSRSXODWLRQZDVLQIDFWRQWKHLQFUHDVHLQWKHODWWHUKDOIRIWKHHLJhteenth century, they 
also spurred intendants such as Jean Baptiste Antoine Auget de Montyon and A. M. de La 
Michodière (tirelessly abetted by their respective 10secretaries) to publish pioneering studies on 
                                                 
7
 See M. Norton Wise, ed., The Values of Precision (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1995), 3-14. 
8
 Keith M. Baker, From Natural Philosophy to Social Mathematics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1975); 
-DFTXHOLQH )HOGPDQ ³&RQGRUFHW HW OD PDWKpPDWLTXH VRFLDOH HQWKXVLDVPHV HW EpPROV´ Mathématiques et sciences 
humaines/Mathematics and Social Sciences 172 (2005) 4: 7-41.  
9
 6HHHVSHFLDOO\3LHUUH6LPRQGH/DSODFH³6XUOHVQDLVVDQFHVOHVPDULDJHVHWOHVPRUWVj3DULVGHSXLVMXVTX¶HQ
1784 ; et dans WRXWH O¶pWHQGXHGH OD)UDQFHSHQGDQW OHVDQQpHV	´ 0pPRLUHVGH O¶$FDGpPLH5R\DOHGHV
Sciences 1783 (1786): 693-702 ; and Charles Coulston Gillespie, Pierre Simon Laplace, 1749-1827: A Life in Exact 
Science (Princeton NJ: Princeton University Press, 1997), 93-96.   
 
  
French demography in the 1770s and 1780s.11 The human body, in its brute states of birth, 
marriage and death, as well as in its taxable social categories, thus constituted an important new 
quantitative measure for government officials and academic researchers alike. 
 More significantly still, empirical advances in medicine and the physical sciences 
explicitly exploited the human body not merely as a quantitative measure, as in population 
studies, but as a uniquely tuned instrument for measuring physiological change and climatic or 
topographical variation, as well as the shifting relationship between these two phenomena. The 
human pulse, for example, as we shall see later, became a much-debated measure of health in 
mid-to-late eighteenth-century France. The revolutionary Gilbert Romme went so far in 1793 as 
WR SURSRVH WKH ³EDWWHPHQW GX SRXOV G¶XQ KRPPH GH WDLOOH PR\HQQH ELHQ SRUWDQW HW DX SDV
UHGRXEOp PLOLWDLUH´ DV QDWXUH¶V LGHDO ERG\ FORFN NHHSLQJ SHUIHFW WLPH ZLWK WKH QHZ GHFLPDO
second.12 This seems, however, already to have been the assumption made by early mountain 
explorers, such as the Swiss scientist, Horace Bénédict de Saussure. Not only did Saussure use his 
pocket-watch to calculate the average pulse of his party on the summit of Roche-Michel in the 
Alps to ascertain the effects of altitude on circulation, but when he was without his watch he 
would rely on his own pulse to time the Alpine phenomena he regularly witnessed, such as the 
fall of avalanches.13 In this way, the human pulse moved from being an object of physiological 
scrutiny to become a meDVXUHRIWKHREVHUYDWLRQVRIRQH¶VOLYHGHQYLURQPHQW7KHSXOVHZDVDOVR
one of a gamut of physiological measurements taken in conjunction with the readings of 
thermometers, barometers, hygrometers, telescopes and repeating circles that were excitedly 
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 6HH$QGUHD5XVQLFN³4XDQWLILFDWLRQ3UHFLVLRQDQG$FFXUDF\'HWHUPLQDWLRQRI3RSXODWLRQLQWKH$QFLHQ5pJLPH´
in Norton Wise, ed., The Values of Precision, 17-DQG WKHVDPHDXWKRU¶VVital Accounts: Quantifying Health and 
Population in Eighteenth-Century England and France (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009). The 
secretaries in question were, respectively, Jean-Baptiste Moheau and Louis Messance, both of whom were part-credited 
with these pioneering publications on demography. 
12
 6HH 6DQMD 3HURYLü The Calendar in Revolutionary France: Perceptions of Time in Literature, Culture, Politics 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 111-112. 
13
 See Horace Bénédict de Saussure, Voyages dans les Alpes, vol. 3 (Neuchâtel: Fauche-Borel, 1796), 85-87; and his 
short text, 'HVFULSWLRQG¶XQHDYDODQFKH UHPDUTXDEOH , reproduced in Raphaël Rabusseau, Les Neiges labiles: 
8QHKLVWRLUHFXOWXUHOOHGHO¶DYDODQFKHDX;9,,,HVLqFOH *HQHYD3UHVVHVG¶+LVWRLUH6XLVVH 
  
hoisted aloft in the pioneering balloon flights of 1783-1784.14 7KH KXPDQ ERG\¶V UHDFWLRQ WR
altitude was just as important a gauge of atmospheric and climatic change as the figures read off 
WKH H[SORUHU¶V QHZ SUHFLVLRQ LQVWUXPHQWV 2QH H[DPSOH PLJKW EH Ramond GH &DUERQQLqUHV¶V
account of his ascent of the peaks of the Pyrenees in 1789 in which he lists the deleterious effects 
RIDOWLWXGHRQWKHKXPDQERG\³XQHGpELOLWpH[WUrPHGXFRUSV	GHO¶HVSULWO¶DVVRXSLVVHPHQWOD
léthargie, les vomissemens, les angoisses nerveuses, les vertiges sont les plus communs [des 
V\PSW{PHV@´15 $V ZLWK WKH HDUOLHU H[DPSOH RI 6DXVVXUH¶V FROOHFWLYH SXOVH-taking in the Alps, 
5DPRQG¶VIHOORZFOLPEHUVEHFRPHKHUHD IXUWKHULQVWUXPHQWIRUPHDVXULQJ WKHLUKLJK-mountain 
environment.  
Yet if the human body was increasingly deployed as a novel measuring device in the 
1780s, it also risked exacerbating the near-anarchy which reigned in everyday metrological 
practices in late eighteenth-century France. John L. Heilbron has calculated that by 1790 between 
DQGGLIIHUHQWO\QDPHGPHDVXUHVZHUHLQXVHDFURVV)UDQFHDVZHOODV³XQWROGXQLWVRIWKH
VDPH QDPH EXW GLIIHUHQW VL]HV´16 Ronald Zupko goes further in claiming that the French 
population in the late eighteenth century was confronted wiWK ³PRUH WKDQ  XQLWV RI
measurement accepted as standards in Paris and the provinces, with approximately 250,000 local 
YDULDWLRQV´17 In northern France there were at least eighteen kinds of aune in use; and in 
Lunéville near Strasbourg seven different liquid units vied as common measures ± the resal, 
bichot, pot, pinte, chopine, setier, and verre.18 This profusion of measures and confusion in their 
usage understandably led to frequent accusations of sharp business, of short measures and false 
weights. Attempts at reform and standardization in the 1760s were abandoned as being too costly 
and futile, and comparative tables were issued instead, which in many cases only heightened the 
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 See the fascinating article by Marie Thébaud-6RUJHU³/DPHVXUHGHO¶HQYROjODILQGX;9,,,HVLqFOH/HVSUHPLHUV
EDOORQVDIIDLUHG¶RSLQLRQVRXG¶H[DFWLWXGH "´Histoire & Mesure 21:1 (2006): 35-78.  
15
 Louis François Élisabeth Ramond de Carbonnières, Observations faites dans les Pyrénées (Paris: Belin, 1789), 337-
338. Saussure had earlier provided a similar examination of the ³HIIHWV >«@ WUqV-UHPDUTXDEOHV´ RI DOWLWXGH RQ WKH
human body, see his Voyages dans les Alpes, vol. 1 (Neuchâtel: Fauche, 1779), 482-488. 
16
 HeilEURQ³7KH0HDVXUHRI(QOLJKWHQPHQW´-208. 
17
 Zupko, Revolution in Measurement, 113. 
18
 Tavenor, The Measure of Humanity, 50; Kula, Measures and Men, 85. 
  
FRQIXVLRQ EHWZHHQ WKH PHDVXUHV LQ XVH 7XUJRW¶V OLPLWHG DWWHPSW DW UHIRUPLQg weights and 
measures in 1775 met with similar hostility and Court intrigue from vested interested (largely 
guilds and seigneurs) which hastened his departure from office the following year. His successor 
as Finance Minister, Jacques Necker, explained to Louis XVI in 1778 that metrological reform 
was feasible but the difficulties involved were disproportionately large and daunting, so it was 
again put off.19 Only minor revisions were implemented, such as the Court edict, also of 1778, 
which banned the use of different measuring systems on the markets of Versailles and Paris 
respectively.20 In reality, however, such local, incremental change proved ineffective in regulating 
the widespread chaos of weights and measures usage. 
Hence as the 1780s drew on, increasingly urgent calls were made for a thorough-going 
reform of weights and measures, specifically for a kingdom-wide standardization of them. The 
drivers of standardization were not only commercial but also military, administrative and  
political. The army was interested in better regulated weights and measures as a means of 
standardizing calibres of cannon, the poundage of cannonballs and of possibly manufacturing 
interchangeable musket parts.21 Intendants and other state administrators saw standardized 
weights and measures as a key tool in regulating local processes of production and consumption, 
avoiding feast-and-famine swings in the provision of essential goods and foodstuffs, and 
improving tax collection rates. Politically, the state wanted to centralize further powers by 
regaining control of metrological practices which had long been held to be a traditional 
SUHURJDWLYHRIVRYHUHLJQW\DVLVPDGHSODLQLQFKHYDOLHU/RXLV-DXFRXUW¶VDUWLFOH³0HVXUH´LQWKH
Encyclopédie.22 In this increasingly concerted drive for a reformed and uniform system of 
weights and measures, the principal source of their existing proliferation and variation was 
UHSHDWHGO\ GHFULHG QDPHO\ WKH VHLJQHXULDO UHJLPH VRPHWLPHV PLVWDNHQO\ FDOOHG WKH ³IHXGDO´
                                                 
19
 See Tavenor, the Measure of Humanity, 58-60; and Daniel R. Headrick, When Information Came of Age: 
Technologies of Knowledge in the Age of Reason and Revolution (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 42-43. 
20
 Kula, Measures and Men, 172. 
21
 Headrick, When Information Came of Age, 42. 
22
 /RXLV-DXFRXUW³0HVXUHGouvernement´LQEncyclopédie, ou Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des 
métiers, vol. 10 (Paris: 1765), 423; Kula, Measures and Men, 117-118. 
  
order.23 State administrators in particular railed at the local lord with his privilèges, including the 
so-called banalités, or his monopoly over the charges levied by the communal oven, mill, wine or 
olive press, his exclusive hunting and rent-gathering rights as well as his central role in the 
administration of local justice. These powers were believed to be openly abused, their measures 
diversely manipulated and misapplied. Witold Kula gives the examples of the boisseau or bushel 
of grain which was frequently heaped when bought, then stUXFNOHYHORU³UDVOHERLV´ZKHQVROG
VQHDNLO\ LQFUHDVLQJ WKH SURILW PDUJLQV UHDSHG E\ WKH PLOOHU WKH FKLHI DJHQW RI ORUG¶V GRXEOH-
dealing.24 
As early as 1746 the bailiff Edme de la Poix de Frémonville had proposed the regulation 
of seigneurial weights and measures.25 By the 1780s this call for limited local reform had 
spawned extensive historical studies of metrological practice in France and further afield, which 
challenged the legitimacy of seigneurial control over weights and measures in the name of the 
monarch and the centralized, standardizing state. These included such key texts as Alexis-Jean-
3LHUUH3DXFWRQ¶VMétrologie, ou Traité des mesures, poids et monnoies des anciens Peuples & des 
Modernes -HDQ0LFKHO%HQDYHQ¶VLe Caissier italien (1787) and Jean-Baptiste-Louis de 
5RPp GH /¶,VOH¶V 0pWURORJLH RX 7DEOHV SRXU VHUYLU j O¶LQWHOOLJHQFH GHV PHVXUHV SRLGV HW
monnoies des anciens 3DXFWRQ¶VZRUN LQSDUWLFXODUDVVHUWHGWKDWDPRQJWKHDQFLHQWVDV
among the earliest kings of France (Charlemagne and Philippe Le Long are notable references), 
there existed salutary standard measures, a uniformity of weights and measurements across the 
realm:  
 
                                                 
23
 On this point, see J. Q. C. Mackrell, WKH$WWDFNRQ³IHXGDOLVP´LQHLJKWHHQWK-century France (London: Routledge & 
Kegan Paul, 1973). 
24
 Kula, Measures and Men, 200. 
25
 Edme de la Poix de Frémonville, La Pratique universelle pour la rénovation des terriers et des droits seigneuriaux, 2 
vols (Paris: Morel âiné & Gissey, 1746-1748). 
  
>7@RXWHVOHVPHVXUHVpWRLHQWpJDOHVVRXVQRVSUHPLHUV5RLVF¶pWRLWXQGHVSULQFLSDX[VRLQVGRQW
ils FKDUJHRLHQWSDUOHXUV2UGRQQDQFHVOHV0DJLVWUDWVG¶HQWUHWHQLUFHWWHXQLIRUPLWpGDQVWRXWHVOHV
3URYLQFHV	G¶pJDOHUOHVPHVXUHVVXUO¶pWDORQRXSURWRW\SHTXLpWRLWJDUGpGDQVOH3DODLV5R\DO26  
 
The charge was quite simply that this standardization of measures had slowly but surely been 
eroded, corrupted, and abused by the sharp practices and petty modifications brought in by local 
seigneurs.27 How else could one explain the bewildering plethora of divergent weights and 
measures in 1780s France if not by the entrenchment of seigneurial malpractice over time?  
*LYLQJ IXUWKHU DXWKRULW\ WR 3DXFWRQ¶V KLVWRULRJUDSKLFDO FULWLTXH RI ³OHV PHVXUHV
VHLJQHXULDOHV´ ZDV WKH SKLORVRSKLFDO QRWLRQ RI ³OD ERQQH PHVXUH´ RU WKH MXVW PHDVXUH VLQFH
weights and measures also connoted a figurative sense of fairness and equity, most clearly 
symbolized by the balance held in the hands of blindfolded Justice. The Encyclopédie had already 
used a slyly subversive questioning of biblical measures as a means to undermine ecclesiastical 
FODLPVWRDFFXUDF\DQGE\LPSOLFDWLRQWRYHUDFLW\DQGDXWKRULW\DVLQWKHDUWLFOH³$UFKHGH1Rp´
which scoffs openly at the calculations in cubits of the Ark.28 Voltaire was to use exactly the 
same satirical ploy in his Dictionnaire philosophique (1764) where he faux-naïvely takes Old 
Testament units of measurement and sums of money literally, thereby highlighting their 
K\SHUEROLFDO QDWXUH VHH IRU H[DPSOH WKH DUWLFOHV ³'pOXJH 8QLYHUVHO´ RU ³eFRQRPLH´ ,Q WKH
1780s the revolutionary chemist, Antoine Lavoisier, deployed the language of weights and 
measures equally literally, but to very different ends. He used a rhetoric of metrological precision 
in explaining the results of his experiments, sometimes beyond their instrumental verifiability, in 
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 Alexis-Jean-Pierre Paucton, Métrologie, ou Traité des mesures, poids et monnoies des anciens Peuples & des 
Modernes (Paris: Veuve Desaint, 1780), 12. 
27
 Paucton, Métrologie³&KDTXH6HLJQHXUSURILWDQWGHVWURXEOHVGHO¶(WDWVHUHQGLWDVVH]SXLVVDQWSRXULQWURGXLUH
dans sa terre des usages conformes à ses intérêts´ 
28
 $EEp(GPH0DOOHW³$UFKHGH1Rp´in Encyclopédie, ou Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers, 
vol. 1(Paris: 1751), 606-609. Mallet is drawing here, wittingly or otherwise, on the free-thinking skepticism of Ephraim 
&KDPEHUV¶VVRXUce text, his Cyclopedia. 
  
order to cRQQRWHWKHMXVWQHVVDQGULJRXURIWKH³UDWLRQDO´FRQFOXVLRQVKHGUHZIURPWKHP29 Hence 
by 1789 the abusive proliferation of weights and measures in France stood as both a literal and 
metaphorical byword for intolerable injustice. Ever more insistent calls for reform coalesced in 
the many cahiers de doléance, drafted across France in the run-up to the Estates-General of May 
IRUPLQJWKHVLQJOHFU\³8QGLHXXQURLXQHORLXQSRLGVHWXQHPHVXUH´$QGDVKDVEHHQ
well-documented, this powerfully reiterated demand for standardized measures across the 
NLQJGRPZDVWREHFRPHDFHQWUDOSODQNRIWKH5HYROXWLRQ¶VWRZHULQJO\DPELWLRXVSURJUDPPHIRU
radically recalibrating how its citizens were to conceive of quantity, mass, space and time in their 
new republic.30 
 
The Body as Measure in Les Liaisons dangereuses 
 
7KH5HYROXWLRQ¶VLPSRVLWLRQRIDGHFLPDOO\DQGPHWULFDOO\GHWHUPLQHGZRUOGQRORQJHUWRRNWKH
human body as its standard measure, but calculated space and mass geodetically, in fractions of 
WKH(DUWK¶Vsurface. This was a largely unforeseeable consequence of the metrological upheavals 
of the 1780s. Yet, for the purposes of this study, it makes the last decade of the Ancien Régime 
all the more crucial. The 1780s in France are thus fascinating not only because they made explicit 
the ideological stakes of weights and measures in contemporary society, but also because they 
open a window onto how the subjects of the period conceived of their own bodies and often 
measured, gauged, weighed and appraised their physical environment in terms of them. And in 
this respect, the uniquely imaginative space of fiction gives us important insights into how this 
³PHWURORJLFDO PRPHQW´ GHWHUPLQHG DQG LQIRUPHG FRQWHPSRUDU\ VHOI-perceptions and self-
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projections. Conversely, the language of weights and measures often unconsciously tells another 
³WUXWK´RIWKHVWRU\WROGRUWKHSOD\SHUIRUPHG 
 Let us take a blatant example of this: the opening scene of Pierre-Augustin Caron de 
%HDXPDUFKDLV¶VLa Folle Journée, ou Le Mariage de Figaro (1784).31 Figaro and Suzanne are on 
stage. She stands before a mirror, adjusting a small wedding posy in her hair while the stage 
GLUHFWLRQVLQGLFDWHWKDW³)LJDURDYHFXQHWRLVHPHVXUHOHSODQFKHU´+LVRSHQLQJOLQHLVDUHDGLQJ
from his six-foot measuULQJVWLFN³'L[-neuf pieds sur vingt-VL[´32 When Suzanne asks what he 
LVGRLQJ)LJDURH[SODLQVWKDWKHLVFDOFXODWLQJZKHWKHUFRPWH$OPDYLYD¶VZHGGLQJJLIWRID³EHDX
OLW´ZRXOGILWZHOOLQWKHLUURRP7KHODUJHEHGLPPHGLDWHO\EHFRPHVDQREMHFWRIGLVFRrd, since 
6X]DQQHULJKWO\VHHVLWDVWKHPDWHULDOL]DWLRQRI$OPDYLYD¶VVH[XDOFODLPVRYHU)LJDUR¶VEULGH-to-
EHRQWKHJURXQGVRIDUHYLYHG³IHXGDO´ULJKW³XQDQFLHQGURLWGHVHLJQHXU«´33 +HQFH)LJDUR¶V
measuring of his marital quarters might be read as thH YDOHW¶V SUHRFFXSDWLRQ ZLWK ³OD ERQQH
PHVXUH´ZLWKDVHQVHRIIDLUQHVVDQGSURSRUWLRQDQGDV6X]DQQHRXWOLQHVWKHFRPWH¶VODVFLYLRXV
VFKHPHV)LJDUR¶V³WRLVH´VWDQGVDVWKHOLWHUDO\DUGVWLFNRIKLVRZQZRUWKLQGHILDQFHRIZKDWKLV
devious lord is plotting to do by reinstating and exploiting his lapsed seigneurial privileges. In 
other words, read in the light of the contemporary debate over weights and measures reform, the 
opening scene of Le Mariage de Figaro DQWLFLSDWHV WKH SOD\¶V FRQFHUWHG DWWDFN RQ Veigneurial 
³ULJKWV´FRUUXSWLRQDQGLQMXVWLFHE\UHIHUULQJWRRQHRIWKHVHLJQHXUV¶PRVWIODJUDQWDQGZLGHO\
acknowledged abuses of power. 
 7ZR \HDUV EHIRUH %HDXPDUFKDLV¶V YLFLRXVO\ ZLWW\ GHQXQFLDWLRQ RI WKH QREOHV¶
contemptuous exploitation of their social standing, Pierre-Ambroise-François Choderlos de 
Laclos had published a different, but none the less scathing, portrait of aristocratic manipulation 
and malice. Les Liaisons dangereuses (1782) unfolds through the interleaved correspondences of 
a closed aristocratic circle. The social milieu of its protagonists is that of the traditional nobility: 
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the marquise de Merteuil and the vicomte de Valmont frequent, seduce, disgrace and amuse other 
comtes, vicomtesses, maréchales, présidentes and chevaliers. Yet this is a more urbane, elitist, 
DQG FROGO\ XQIRUJLYLQJ ZRUOG WKDQ WKDW GHSLFWHG LQ %HDXPDUFKDLV¶V FRPHG\ 1RQHWKHOHVV LW
ZRXOGEH UHDVRQDEOH WRDVVXPH WKDW/DFORV¶V OLEHUWLQHV VKDUH WKHGLYHUVHZHLJKWVDQGPHDVXUHV
used by their noble (and other) contemporaries; that their worldview is shaped and measured by 
the same feet, leagues, pounds and ounces; and that, unsurprisingly, their conception of the 
human body is also informed by its status as a measure to be employed both literally and 
figuratively. Laclos, in fact, may have been particularly sensitive to issues of metrology, since his 
well-documented career as an artillery officer involved the extensive use of physical 
measurements and variable calculus.34 In short, Les Liaisons dangereuses offers us an interesting 
metrological case study precisely at a time when weights and measures were becoming an 
ideological and material preoccupation for many French men and women. 
Thus the art of seduction, so integral to the text, is frequently couched in figurative terms 
of a distance to be covered or a road to be taken. Merteuil chides Valmont for his languorous 
pursuit of Mme de Tourvel, urging him to take a more direct approach with the prudish object of 
KLVGHVLUH³TXDQGRQYHXWDUULYHUGHVFKHYDX[GHSRVWHHWODJUDQGHURXWH´35 This is a common 
OLEHUWLQHILJXUHIRUVHGXFWLRQVLQFHLWKLQWVNQRZLQJO\DWWKHHW\PRORJ\RIWKHZRUGDVD³OHDGLQJ
DVLGHRU DVWUD\´ DV D ³GpWRXUQHPHQW´ IURP WKH VWUDLJKWSDWK se ± aside, ducere ± to lead). Yet 
other topographical measureVRUIHDWXUHVDOVRSOD\WKHLUUROHLQWKHOLEHUWLQHV¶GLVFRXUVHRIOHDGLQJ
astray; although even when they are literal, they are suffused with lascivious double-entendres. 
6XFKLVWKHFDVHZKHQ9DOPRQWUHFRXQWVKRZKHKHOSHGWKHSUpVLGHQWHWR³VDXWHUOHIRssé´RU
MXPSWKHGLWFKLQKLVDXQW¶VODQGVFDSHGSDUNZKLFKPLJKWEHLQWHUSUHWHGDVKLVHQFRXUDJLQJKHUWR
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³WDNHDULVNPDNHWKHOHDS´EXWDOVRFOHDUO\LPSOLHVWKDWVKHZLOOVSUHDGKHUOHJVLQWKHSURFHVV
More salaciously still, the vicomte lays clDLP WR WKH ³OH SOXV EHDX ERLV GX PRQGH´ 
maintained generously by le comte de B** for the pleasure of his friends, clearly alluding to the 
VH[XDOIDYRXUVDFFRUGHGE\WKHFRPWH¶VZLIHWRFHUWDLQRIKLVYLVLWRUV7KXVLQWKHVHODWWHUFDVHVLQ
particular, the topographical measure or feature relates back directly to the eroticized body. 
We can consider the body as a libertine measure in Les Liaisons dangereuses in two basic 
ways: as a measure of extension and as a measure of intensity. As with BeaumarchaiV¶VSOD\WKH
YHU\ILUVWOHWWHURI/DFORV¶VQRYHOKDVDQLPSRUWDQWPHDVXULQJVFHQHLQLWLQZKLFKWKHXQZRUOGO\
and girlish Cécile de Volanges mistakes the shoemaker, kneeling to take her shoesize, for her 
husband-to-be. As she writes to her convent friend, Sophie Carnay:  
 
9RLOjFHWKRPPHjPHVJHQRX[7DSDXYUH&pFLOHDORUVDSHUGXODWrWH>«@0DPDQHVWSDUWLHG¶XQ
éclat de rire, en me disant : « Eh bien  TX¶DYH]-vous ? Asseyez-vous, et donnez votre pied à 
Monsieur ». (16-17) 
 
The foot or pied is, of couUVHDQDUFKHW\SDOPHDVXUHZKHWKHULWLVWKHSHDVDQW¶VIRRWRULJLQDOO\
used to measure out the interval for planting seed or crops, or the pied de roi often said to be the 
main standard measurement across France from the days of Charlemagne to the eighteenth 
century.36 <HWLQ&pFLOH¶VFDVHWKHIRRWKDVRWKHUFRQQRWDWLRQV)LUVWO\LWLVDVLJQRIKHUVWDWXVDV
an object, to be measured, shod and matched to an unknown spouse; an objectification made all 
WKHPRUHUHVRQDQWIRUFRQWHPSRUDULHVDV³GRQQHUOHSLHG´ZDVDOVRWKHLQVWUXFWLRQJLYHQWRKRUVHV
when they were to be shod before being sold or shown. It is also an expression evoking the 
FRPPRQVD\LQJUHFRUGHGLQ/HURX[¶VZRQGHUIXODictionnaire comique³6LYRXVOXLGRQQH]XQ
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SLHGLOHQSUHQGUDTXDWUH´37 WKDWLVURXJKO\³JLYHKLPDQLQFKDQGKH¶OOWDNHDPLOH´7KHQRWLRQ
that well-meaning indulgence is apt to be abused by unscrupulous characters prefigures precisely 
what happens to Cécile at the hands of Merteuil and Valmont.38 This literal, demeaning sense of 
³IRRW´RU³IHHW´HPERGLHGE\&pFLOHFRQWUDVWVVWURQJO\ZLWKWKHPRUHJDOODQWDQGPRFN-chivalric 
ILJXUHV RI WKH ³IRRW´ XVHG LQ WKH HURWLFDOO\ FKDUJHG FRUUHVSRQGHQFH RI WKH RWKHU SURWDJRQLVWV
ZKHUHLWVLJQLILHVDFRPSOHWHVXEPLVVLRQEHIRUHRQH¶VEHOoved. This is how Valmont uses it, both 
LQ H[SUHVVLQJ KLV GHVLUH WR ³YROHU DX[ SLHGV´  RI WKH PDUTXLVH RU WR UHQHZ EHIRUH KLV
SUpVLGHQWH ³j YRV SLHGV OH VHUPHQWGH YRXV DLPHU WRXMRXUV´  'DQFHQ\ WRR UHVRUWV WR WKLV
chivalrous figure in claiming tR OD\ WULEXWHVRIKLV ORYH³jYRVSLHGV´EHIRUH&pFLOH 7KH
association of such mock-chivalry with a seigneurial regime, rooted in a so-FDOOHG³IHXGDO´SDVW
and proficient in abusing common measures, would not be lost on a contemporary readership. 
Nonetheless, the preferred anthropometric measure of distance for Valmont is not the 
static foot but the active stride or pace, the pas)RUWKLVLVILUVWDQGIRUHPRVWWKHKXQWHU¶VPHDVXUH
of distance from his prey. As such it is the natural measure to descULEH WKH YLFRPWH¶V VWDJHG
KXQWLQJWULSLQ/HWWHU;;,6HWWLQJRIIDWGDZQ³>j@SHLQHjFLQTXDQWHSDVGX&KkWHDX´KH
FDWFKHVVLJKWRI0PHGH7RXUYHO¶VVHUYDQWVHQWWRVS\RQKLP7KHVHOIVDPHVS\JHWVWRZLWKLQ
³YLQJWSDVGHPRL´DV9DOPRQWVWRSV to rest. The hunter seems to be the hunted here; but as 
we know, the whole expedition is cynically orchestrated to cast Valmont in a generous, selfless 
light by staging his saving a dispossessed peasant family from eviction and dereliction. Hence the 
same OHWWHU VWDUWV WHOOLQJO\³M¶DL IDLWXQSDVHQDYDQWPDLVXQJUDQGSDV´  This is the real 
KXQW 9DOPRQW¶V UHOHQWOHVV VH[XDO SXUVXLW RI 0PH GH 7RXUYHO $QG LW LV SURVHFXWHG ZLWK VXFK
insistence that the Présidente cries out at one point in frustration DQGFRQIXVLRQ³3RXUTXRLYRXV
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DWWDFKHUjPHVSDV"´ RU DJDLQ ³VL MH IDLVXQSDV MHYRXV WURXYH j F{WpGHPRL´ 39 
Interestingly, Merteuil too, in reversing the roles of hunter and hunted with the libertine Prévan, 
HQVXUHV WKDW KHU SUH\ LV ³j GHX[ SDV GH PRL j OD VRUWLH GH O¶2SpUD´  FORVH HQRXJK WR
RYHUKHDUKHUSODQVIRUVXSSHUFKH]ODPDUpFKDOHDGGLQJWKDWLQWKLVZD\³>3UpYDQ@QHWURXYHUDSDV
tant de difficulté à me suivre´LWDOLFVLQWKHRULJLQDO7KHHDVLHVWZD\WRFDWFKRQH¶V prey is 
to pretend to become the object of its predations; just as the most accomplished seduction is to 
make the person seduced believe that s/he is doing the seducing. So for Prévan, the trap is set, 
that is, according to the etymology from the Greek, the skandalon, the scandalous snare or pit into 
which he duly falls ± ³DYHFEUXLWHWVFDQGDOH´2QDODUJHUVFDOHWKHQRYHODOVRGHDOVLQD
PHDVXUH RI GLVWDQFH ZKLFK PLJKW VWDQG DV WKH RSSRVLWH RI WKH VWDONLQJ VWULGH RU KXQWHU¶V pas, 
namely, the league or lieue. Unlike the pas, the lieue LVERWKLQWHUQDOWRWKHOHWWHUV¶QDUUDWLYHVDQG
external to them. It is the measure which marks off the insurmountable, yet relatively 
LQVLJQLILFDQWGLVWDQFHWKDWVHSDUDWHV3DULVIURP0PHGH5RVHPRQGH¶VFKkWHDX$VVuch it stands 
as the despairing ten leagues, or approximately forty kilometres, that keep the ineffectual 
'DQFHQ\DSDUWIURPKLVDGRUHG&pFLOH³'L[OLHXHVVHXOHPHQWQRXVVpSDUHQWHWFHWHVSDFHVLIDFLOH
à franchir, devient pour moi seul un obstacle insurPRQWDEOH´ -201) Elsewhere it is the 
imaginary safe distance placed between Tourvel and Valmont, when the présidente feels herself 
RYHUZKHOPHG E\ KLV DGYDQFHV ³MH IXLUDLV j FHQW OLHXHV GH YRXV´  ± an expression 
hyperbolically reprised by the vicomte in defending the sincerity of his love (89). Yet this 
emotionally magnified distance is also the objective measure of the post, covered on horse not 
foot, that both separates and unites Valmont and Merteuil in their correspondence and which 
therefore necessitates the epistolary exchanges constituting the novel itself.    
Yet, as we have suggested, extensions in space are not the only form of measure that 
figures revealingly in Les Liaisons dangereuses; the body in particular also acts as a significant 
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gauge of intensity in the novel. Our understanding of intensity here, in contradistinction to 
H[WHQVLRQ LV DGDSWHG IURP *LOOHV 'HOHX]H¶V Différence et répétition. Whereas, crudely put, 
extensions are divisible, bounded spaces, intensity expresses itself in indivisible zones which are 
measured by distinctions of degree and are not delimited by physical boundaries but by critical 
points.40 Temperature, pressure and tension are examples of intensive forces. As far as the 
protagonists of Les Liaisons dangereuses are concerned, intensity is experienced in relation to 
time as a subjective investment in the moment; and in relation to affect, as emotions expressed 
figuratively or literally as degrees of heat or coolness. This latter tendency to render erotic 
temperament as temperature derives generally from popular eighteenth-century theories of 
FOLPDWHDQGQDWLRQDOFKDUDFWHUPRVWIDPRXVO\IRXQGLQ0RQWHVTXLHX¶V'HO¶HVSULWGHVORLV,41 but 
also from a specific metrological interest in the nature of heat itself, as investigated in Jean-Paul 
0DUDW¶VRecherches physiques sur le feu RU-RKDQQ+HLQULFK/DPEHUW¶VPyrometrie (1779). 
The intensive character of time is a fraught matter, since time is at once intensive, 
LQGLYLVLEOH DQG FULWLFDO KLVWRU\ DV ³IOHXYH´ RU WUDGLWLRQV PDUNHG E\ ³PRPHQWV´ RI FULVLV and 
extensive, divisible and bounded (measured in hours, days, years, etc.). Certainly the late 
eighteenth-century interest in precision time-keeping emphasized the latter extensive conception 
of temporality, characterized by important advances in marine chronometry and pendulum-
second measurements.42 It also took the more practical form of a boom in pocket-watch 
production, effecting a more accurate quantification and a greater privatization of public time. 
Yet signifLFDQWO\/DFORV¶VDULVWRFUDWLFSURWDJRQLVWVHVSHFLDOO\KLVOLEHUWLQHVGRQRWFDUU\ZDWFKHV
or break time down into seconds, but measure their minutes, hours and days by more subjective, 
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LQWHQVLYH DQG FULWLFDO ³PRPHQWV´ DQG ³LQVWDQWV´ &pFLOH¶V VXEMXJDWLRn to the clock, especially 
apparent in her early letters, contrasts interestingly here with the occasional, dismissive references 
to hours lost in writing letters that occur in the intimate missives of Mme de Merteuil and the 
vicomte de Valmont.43 Drawn into psychological and erotic games, the libertines and their 
victims do not measure time in reference to watches or other time-pieces, but by the beats of the 
heart, by the ticking of a pulse. The body is, once again, the fundamental measure of their world. 
As Ingrid Sykes has recently shown, contemporary medical science was also interested in this 
intensive bodily measure of keeping or beating time.44 In his Recherches sur le pouls par rapport 
aux crises (1756), the Montpellier doctor, Théophile de Bordeu, rejected the prescriptive, 
somewhat mechanist analogies of the pulse to musical rhythm. He proposed instead a more 
sensitive, empirical approach to studying the human heart-beat, one which acknowledged the 
sheer variety of pulse types, classing them broadly by age, sex, rhythm and frequency as well as 
VWUHVVLQJ WKH LPSRUWDQFHRI WRXFK³OD ILQHVVHGX WDFW´ LQPHDVXULQJ WKHP45 /DFORV¶V OLEHUWLQHV
DSSHDU DW RQFH WR DGRSW DQG VXEYHUW %RUGHX¶V PXOWL-sensory measure of the pulse. They, too, 
rarely evoke music as DPRGHO IRU WKHLU ILQHO\ WXQHG OLVWHQLQJ VNLOOV&pFLOH¶VKDUS OHVVRQV DUH
after all, little other than a pretext for trafficking letters clandestinely and consolidating her 
dalliance with Danceny. Conversely, touch is all-important. When Valmont eagerly presses Mme 
GH7RXUYHO WR KLP RVWHQVLEO\ LQ RUGHU WR KHOS KHU RYHU D GLWFK LQ KLV DXQW¶V SDUN he takes her 
TXLFNHQHG SXOVH IRU DQ XQPLVWDNDEOH VLJQ RI KHU QDVFHQW GHVLUH ³MH SUHVVDL VRQ VHLQ FRQWUH OH
PLHQ HW GDQV FH FRXUW LQWHUYDOOH MH VHQWLV VRQ F°XU EDWWUH SOXV YLWH´  /DWHU XQZLWWLQJO\
HQFRXUDJHGE\KLVDXQWWKHUDNHLVHYHQDOORZHGWRWDNHWKHSUpVLGHQWH¶VSXOVHZKHQVKHIDNHVDQ
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illness to avoid him. ³En effet, je pris sa main que je serrai dans une des miennes, pendant que de 
O¶DXWUHMHSDrcourais son bras frais et potelé´ (67). ³/DILQHVVHGXWDFW´LVKHUHSXWWRTXLWHRWKHU
ends in taking a pulse than those described by Bordeu. Yet while the libertine shrewdly measures 
RWKHUV¶ SXOVHV WR VHH ZKHWKHU KH KDV VHW WKHP UDFLQJ KH SULGHV KLPVHOI RQ NHHSLQJ KLV ³VDQJ-
IURLG´LQWKHPRVWSHULORXVRIVLWXDWLRQVRURQEHLQJDEOHWRWXUQKLVERLOLQJDQJHUWRFRRO
purpose (270-271). Jouissance derives less from the intense encounter or critical moment itself 
than from a mastery over its convergenW HOHPHQWV DV WKH WUXHVW PHDVXUH RI WKH OLEHUWLQH¶V
irresistible dominion, especially as this is shaped in the subsequent self-aggrandizing account of 
his or her triumph. 
2IFRXUVHWKHPHDVXUHRIWKHSXOVHLVRQO\RQHRIWKHPDQ\GLVFRXUVHVRIWKH³KHDUW´ in 
Les Liaisons dangereuses where the heart itself is the prime signifier of an intensity and a 
sincerity of feeling. One standard interpretation of the novel has Valmont measuring himself 
DJDLQVW WKUHH DWWHPSWHG FRQTXHVWV WR JHW WKH EHWWHU RI 0HUWHXLO¶V PLQG 7RXUYHO¶V KHDUW DQG
&pFLOH¶VERG\ IDLOLQJRQO\ LQ WKH ILUVWRI WKHVH46 Yet this schematic reading of the novel plays 
down the prevalence, even the ubiquity, of references to the heart in the text. It is obviously 
LGHQWLILHGZLWK WKH³VHQVLEOH´SUpVLGHQWHDQG LV WUDYHVWLHGLQ9DOPRQW¶VVWUDWHJLFXVHRILW LQKLV
correspondence with her; yet it is just as frequent a reference in the mawkish letters that pass 
EHWZHHQ&pFLOHDQG'DQFHQ\DQG LWHYHQRFFXUV LQ0PHGH0HUWHXLO¶VFOLQLFDO VHOI-dissection. 
³'HVFHQGXHGDQVPRQF°XU´ VKHZULWHV ³M¶\ DL pWXGLpFHOXLGHV DXWUHV´ SHQHWUDWLQJ WKH
deepest, darkest secret of each of her lovers. In her cool self-analysis, the marquise is not immune 
WRWKH5RXVVHDXLVWODQJXDJHRIDQ³LQQHU´WUXWKOHJLEOHDQG transparent to all who feel sincerely 
and profoundly, for whom intensity of emotion equates to the interiority of its organ. 
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1HHGOHVV WR VD\ WKH PDUTXLVH GH0HUWHXLO QR PRUH EHOLHYHV WKLV 5RXVVHDXLVW ³P\WK´47 
than she believes in the self-serving fiction RI³ORYH´LWVHOI,QWKHOLEHUWLQH¶VPDWHULDOLVWZRUOG
the heart is just another term for the inner heat of desire, most intense there because it represents 
WKHFRUHKHDWWKH³FKDOHXUYLWDOH´RIWKHZKROHERG\/DFORV¶VOLEHUWLQHVPLJKWSD\OLS-service to 
D WUDQVSDUHQF\ DQG VLQFHULW\ RI ³GHHS´ HPRWLRQ EXW WKH\ NQRZ WR WUXVW PRUH LQ WKH external 
measures of this inner heat ± the heartfelt sigh or the unintended blush. They just as mercilessly 
exploit a confusion between the physical heat of desire and a metaphysical warmth of feeling, as 
most famously in Letter XLVIII, in which Valmont is able to profess the purest, most sublime 
love for Mme de Tourvel even as he engages in torrid bouts of sex with the courtesan, Émilie. 
The irony in Les Liaisons dangereuses LV WKDW WKH OLEHUWLQHV¶ VHPLRORJ\RI UHDGLQJ WKH H[WHUQDO
VLJQVRIWKHERG\¶V³WUXWKV´LVXOWLPDWHO\WXUQHGDJDLQVWWKHP7KLVLVPRVWVSHFWDFXODUO\WKHFDVH
with Mme de Merteuil who, once unmasked and disgraced, is blighted by a virulent case of 
smallSR[OHDGLQJRQHZLWWRUHPDUN WKDW³ODPDODGLH O¶DYDLW UHWRXUQpHHWTX¶jSUpVHQWVRQkPH
pWDLW VXU VD ILJXUH´  7KH PRVW SURIRXQG PRUDO MXGJHPHQW RQ WKH PDUTXLVH LV DUULYHG DW
superficially, externally, etched on her face and body. 
In libertine novels, such as Les Liaisons dangereuses, where the body is a measure of 
both extension and intensity, it also features as a quantifier in its own right. Valmont may well be 
³XQKRPPHGHTXDOLWp´EXWWKHOLEHUWLQHWUDGLWLRQUHTXLUHVKLPWRPDNHDUHSXWDWLRQEDsed on the 
quantity of women he has seduced and ruined. In the metrological moment of the early 1780s in 
)UDQFH WKLVFRXOGHYHQEHLQWHUSUHWHGDVDQHURWLFSDURG\RIWKHGHPRJUDSKHU¶VORFDOL]HGKHDG-
counts and variational calculus. Interestingly in this regard, when it comes to the incessant 
PXOWLSOLFDWLRQRIYLFWLPV/DFORV¶VWH[WQRORQJHUWDOOLHVLQWKHWUDGLWLRQDOVHWVDQGVXE-sets of two, 
three, four and six. Here, instead, orders of decimals have a significant rhetorical role to play. The 
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exponential logic of libertinage, its ever-greater need to quantify its victims as a measure of 
prestige and social and sexual pre-HPLQHQFHZRUNVE\SRZHUVRIWHQ7KHOLEHUWLQH¶V³XQLYHUVDO
PXOWLSOLHU´ZRXOGDSSHDUWREHGHFLPDOThus Mme de Volanges warns the présidente to beware 
of Valmont, to hear ³OHV FULV GH FHQW YLFWLPHV TX¶LO D LPPROpHV´  and excuses her own 
admission of the libertine into her house as ³une inconséquence de plus à ajouter à mille autres 
qui gouvernent la société´ (80). Mme de Tourvel in turn paints a picture of the tumult of 
9DOPRQW¶V SDVVLRQV DV D ³VWRUP´ FODLPLQJ ³PLOOH HW PLOOH QDXIUDJHV´  And Valmont 
KLPVHOILUULWDWHGE\WKHSUpVLGHQWH¶VUHIXVDOWRVXFFXPEWRKLVFKDUPVFXUVHVWKH³mille et mille 
caprices qui gouvernent la tête G¶XQH IHPPH´ ; he who has found ³des moyens de 
GpVKRQRUHUXQHIHPPHM¶HQDLWURXYpFHQWM¶HQDLWURXYpPLOOH´ meets with ³cent preuves 
GH VRQ DPRXU >OD 3UpVLGHQWH¶V@´ LELG yet has to admit ³M¶HQ DL PLOOH GH VD UpVLVWDQFH´ (ibid.) 
Merteuil mocks Valmont in his own inflated terms: ³TX¶DYH]-YRXV IDLW TXH MH Q¶DLH VXUSDVVp
mille fois?´ (202). This is much less the hyperbole of contemporary sentimentality than it is a 
marker of a neo-classical affectation of Roman order, of a decimalized rhetoric of ancient 
grandeur. (Curiously enough, contemporary detractors of the novel were also prone to using the 
same decimal calculus to condemn it. The Monthly Review of August 1784 went so far as to claim 
that for every one reader morally edified by the novHO¶V GpQRXHPHQW ³D thousand will be 
FRUUXSWHG´E\WKHDFWLRQOHDGLQJXSWRLW48 
The language, however, of decimal amplification, of hyperbole in multiples of ten, 
betrays a certain underlying fear in the libertine novel. The fear that the incessant multiplication 
of victims ± the very exponential logic of libertinage ± leads not to stimulating difference, but 
crushing repetition, to the dreaded ennui of the Same. That is, qualitative pleasure is ultimately 
snuffed out by the very quantitative means of seeking it. This horror of sameness, of 
indifferentiation, affects both victims and their seducers. Hence, if Cécile can mistake the 
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shoemaker for her fiancé, it is because any man must be The Man. This amounts to a naïve 
equivalence which can easily be reversed: The Man must be any man ± an inability to distinguish 
qualitatively which characterizes both the ignorant, virginal bride-to-be and the prostitute-like 
³PDFKLQHjSODLVLU´WKDW&pFLOHLVWREHFRPH49 For Merteuil the situation is more paradoxical: her 
claim to uniqueness, to a singularity among women, is based on her being able erotically to 
supplant all other women for her lovers. Thus, for le chevalier de Belleroche, she can be all the 
different odalisques of the harem offered up in turn to their omnipotent Sultan (38). But this also 
means that all women become undifferentiated, are ultimately interchangeable in her sexual 
performance of them for this one man. She is unique only insofar as all women are the same. 
Valmont, for his part, tries to avoid the trap of bland repetition or an unthinking 
accumulation of conquests by seeking out the most virtuously inaccessible and resistant of 
victims, which leads him to Mme de Tourvel. Yet even he recognizes that there is a sameness in 
the strategy, in the objeFWLYHVHYHQ LI WKH WDFWLFVYDU\ ,QDPRPHQW¶V IUXVWUDWLRQDQGGLVDEXVHG
FDQGRXUKHZULWHVWR0HUWHXLO³SDUORQVG¶DXWUHFKRVH'¶DXWUHFKRVHMHPHWURPSHF¶HVWWRXMRXUV
de la même; toujours des femmes à avoir ou à perdre, et souvent tous les deux´ (183). And it is 
here in this growing dread of the Same, of the ennui of quantitative indifferentiation that Valmont 
± and more broadly the novel itself ± brings together the quantitative drive of the libertine 
tradition and the metrological moment of late eighteenth-century French culture. There are clearly 
HFKRHVKHUHRI0ROLqUH¶V'RQ-XDQDQGKLVPDWHULDODWKHLVWLFEHOLHIRQO\LQDULWKPHWLFDOFHUWDLQW\
³Je crois que deux et deux sont quatre, Sganarelle, et que quatre et quatre sont huit´ (Dom Juan, 
Act III, Scene 1). But as Marie-Luce Collatrella points out, if it is thought that Valmont follows in 
the Don Juanesque tradition, we will search in vain for the offers of marriage, flights from 
danger, or the atheist defiance at the dénouement: only a morally edifying death ultimately unites 
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the two archetypal libertines.50 Having said that, it has not, I believe, been remarked upon that 
9DOPRQWWRRGLQHVZLWKDFHUWDLQ³YLHX[&RPPDQGHXUGH7«´DQDJHGDQGDSSDUHQWO\DQRGLQH
IHOORZJXHVWDWKLVDXQW¶VWDEOH, which perhaps constitutes the slyest of allusions that Laclos 
DOORZHGKLPVHOIWRKLVFODVVLFDOSUHGHFHVVRU,WFRXOGFRQYHUVHO\EHDUJXHGWKDW/DFORV¶VREOLTXH
connection to the Don Juan tradition is a refusal to reduce his principal male seducer to a serial 
collector of indiscriminate conquests ± SUHFLVHO\ ZKDW 0ROLqUH¶V SURWDJRQLVW ZDV WR EHFRPH LQ
/RUHQ]R GD 3RQWH DQG :ROIJDQJ $PDGHXV 0R]DUW¶V Don Giovanni (1787) in which Leporello 
6JDQDUHOOHNHHSVDQXPEHUHGDFFRXQWRIKLVPDVWHU¶VQDPHOHVVYLFWLPV51 
In her study of this archetype in Les Liaisons dangereuses, Colatrella contends that the 
'RQ-XDQILJXUHGRHVQRQHWKHOHVVSHUVLVWLQ/DFORV¶VQRYHOEXWWKDWLWLVUDGLFDOO\UH-gendered, to 
be embodied not by Valmont but by Merteuil and her terrible, secret, remorseless defiance of 
moral and sexual conventions.52 Certainly she alone attains a mythic status at the end of the novel 
oQDSDUZLWKWKDWRI0ROLqUH¶V³pSRXVHXUGXJHQUHKXPDLQ.´ Our present study draws a different 
argument from the comparison witK 0ROLqUH¶V DQWL-hero, informing and consolidating our 
previous contention: that Les Liaisons dangereuses is ultimately marked, consciously or not, by 
both the libertine practices of quantification and the prevailing metrological spirit of the 1780s. 
This particular reading of the text also allows us to conjecture, by way of conclusion, that the 
same libertine tradition possibly had little where else to go after Laclos¶VPDVWHUSLHFH than the 
overly determined, materialist, incessantly amplified, quantified and recalibrated world of the 
marquis de Sade¶VILFWLRQ  
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